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ABSTRACT

Educational policy trends have contributed to rising
rates of student grade retention over the past two decades. This
research bulletin looks at the evidence about whether and how grade
retention may infiuence the chances that a student would drop out of
school. In 1992, evidence indicates that about 20% of l4~-year-olds
may have experienced a grade retention between first and eighth
grades. Relention rates and the proportion of students who are
overage for grade vary significantly by race and gender. There is
indeed a strong association between retention ard dropping out, and
the literature on grade retention suggests three important aspects of
the retention experience that combine to place students at risk of
school failure and early school leaving. As a remediation strategy,
retention does not appear to improve school performance. In addition,
1t iz a strong message that the teacher and school do not consider
the student capable; and it may increase the chances of leaving
school because it makes a student overage for grade during
adolescenc” and may increase frustration and disengagement. ir~ many
cases, however, teachers are nct in accord with these research
findings, largely because they cannot follow their students over
time. Policy makers will have to address teacher attitudes and the
continuing use of test scores for student retention decisions if they
wish to change this educational trend. (Contains one figure and two
tables.) (SLD)
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Grade Retention and School Dropout:
POLICY DEBATE AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS

/7 g N e 304 of Tevear-olds were en-
rolled ina grade below ninth grade.
their modal grade level, in 1992,
Grade retention rates and. as a resuit. the
proportion of students overage for grade by
the time they reach high school have risen
nearly 0% over the past two decades.
Many teachers believe that retention. par-
ticularly inthe carly grades. is an effective
strategy to remediate poor school perfor-
mance and may reduce the likelihood of -
erschool failure, Research on grade reten-
tion. however, concludes that repeating a
grade provides few remediational benefits
and may. in the long run. place students at
a higher risk of dropping out of school.
Should school systems be alarsed by these
hacreases in retention rates”? And what, if
anything. would concern over retention
mean for policy? This research bulletin
looks at the evidenee regarding whether
and how grade retention may influence the
chances that a student would drop out in
the context of the policy trends that haye
contributed 1o rising rates of grade reten-
tion over the past two decides.

RETENTION RATES AND
SCHOOL POLICY

There is no precise national estimate of
the proportion of youths who experience
grade retention. A rough estimate of the in-
cidence of grade retention can be obtained
by examining the percentiage of a cohort
cnrotled below its moda! grade level in o
given vear! In 1984, for example. e
Current Population Survey estimated that
FLIG of six-year-olds were enrolled be-
low their modal grade level, firs grade.
Eight years later. at 14 years ol age, 3144
of this cohort was enrolied below its modal
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Research on arade
retention . . . concludes that
repeating a grade
provides few
remediational benefits
and may., in the long run,
place students at a
higher visk of
dropping out of school.

grade tevel ninth grade. Thus. in 1992, ap-
proximately 204 of 14-ycar-olds na have
experienced a grade retention between fir
and cighth grades. Mostof these retentions
oceur carly in students” school careers,

Figure | shows the proportion of students
whowere enrolled below their modal grade
fesel by age in 1992, These cross-section-
al rates demonstrate that the largest in-
crease across cohorts in the proportion of
stadents enrolled below their modal grade
level oceurs between six and nine years off
age. or between the modal grade levels of
first 1o Tourth grade.

Retention rates and tlie proportion of stu-
dents who are overage for grade vary sig-
nificanthy by race and gender. Table |
shows the proportion of the 1984 cohort of
sixth-graders who were overage for grade
atages 6.9, and 14, In 1992, for example.
almost 404 of all 14-year-old males were
overage for grade compared to 20¢¢ of all
females. Over one-half of black Ty car-
ofd males and fully 48.5¢% of Hispanic
males were enrotled below ninth grade.

The proportion of youths promoted tfrom
one vear 1o the nexe is largely determined

;’_ Figure 1.
! Percentage of Students Enrolled Below Their Modal Grade Leve! by Age, 1992
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Table 1. -
Proportion of Six-Year-Old Cohort of 1984 Enrolied in a Grade Below Their
Modal Grade Level at Ages 6, 9, and 14 by Gender, Race, and Hispanic Origin
Age Age 6 Age 9 Age 14
Modal Grade First Fourth Ninth
Year 1984 1987 1992
All Males 13.2 32.4 39.6
All Females 8.9 20.6 20.5
White 111 26.0 29.4
Male 13.3 31.8 335
Female 8.7 20.0 20.5
Black 12.3 32.6 41.8
Male 14.2 40.2 52.0
Female 10.4 255 30.4
Hispanic 10.5 28.6 33.2
Male 7.9 30.3 48.5
Female 13.4 27.2 15.8
Source U S Depariment of Commerce. Bureau of tr - Census School Enroliment Social and Econoniuc
Characleristics of Students. Current Papulation Rep urts. Senes P-20 selected years

by schools systems’ proniotion policies
and by teachers” and principals’ attitudes
regarding the benetits of retention. Two de-
velopmients hinve contributed 1o increases
in rates of non-promotion in the past tho
decades. First, during the 1980s many
wchool systems adopted strict pronw:.ion
policies. often tied to scores on cur’ cutum-
referenced or basic-skhills tests. Second.
Kindergarten and preschool enrolments

T he permanency of
retention and the message
it sends students may have

long-term effects on

self-esteem and school
attachment that may
override even short-term
academic benefits.

have mereased steadily, bringing with them
rising academic demands in Kindergarten
and first grade and increasing cmphasis on
cacademic” as well as developmental
readiness in making promotional decisions
in the carly vears.”

Over the past three decades. grade e
tention policies have fuctuated from one
entreme to another. During the 1970 the
prevailing philosophy was that social pro-
motion wis most beneficial o youths.!
Policies of social promotion came under
Sharp criticism during the standards-ritis-

ing movemert of the 1980s. catalyzed by
the publicationin 1983 ol A Nation At Rish.
This report pointed to declines in student
achicvement test scores as evidence that
such lenient policies as social promotion
had caused aditution of standards and a de-
cline in the quality of American cducation,
In response. many school systems drafted
otrict prometion policies. often tied to
«eores on curriculum-referenced or basic-
shills tests.

The most dramatic indicator of the shift
in attitudes and practices regarding pro-

motion is the increase in the proportion of

vouths who are overage for grade. From
1970 o 1980, the proportion of 12- 1o 14
year-olds enrolled below their modal grade
level hovered around 204 . From 1980 w0
1993, however. this proportion increased
signiticantly. peaking in the carly 1990s at
nearly 324 (see Tabie 2).

The 1990s witnessed vetanother pendu-
lum swing in educator’s attitudes toward
retention. Many school systems began Lo
review their retention policies and search
for alternatives. In 1990, for example. New
York City's school chancellor revised the
astem’s strict promotion policy, citing ev-
idence that dropout rates among retained
vouths were higher than dropout rates
among promoted youths with comparable
reading levels.even though retarned youths
had received special services.tIn Chicago.
rescittelt showed that overage students
were maore likely o drop out. exen when
controlling for priot school achieyvement.
and this condition led toa reyocation of ha-
oie skills testing as @ criterion for reten
ion.® The Chicago School Reform Law,
passed in 1989, set a central poal of edu-

1

cation reform reducing retention rates by
10% over four years,®

GRADE RETENTION AND
SCHOOL DROFOUT

Asevinced by theexperiences of Chicago
and New York City, opponents of grade re-
rention oftencited the strong association be-
tween retention and dropping out as evi-
dence that  nonpromotion is harmful.
Indeed. the strength of the association 1s im-
pressive. A widely quoted finding from the
Youth in Transition Study is that one grade
retention increases the risk of dropping out
by 40 10 50% . and being two grades be-
hind inercases the risk by 904 .7 Inthe more
recent High School and Beyond Survey.
sophomores who reported that they had re-
peated at least one previous erade dropped
out at more than twice the rate of youths
who reported that they had never repeated
a grade.® Using data from individual school
systers, several studies have shown that
Judents who are retained or who are over-
age tor grade drop out at signiticantly higher
rates. even when controlling for prior
achievementor grades andattendance.” In ad-
dition. students who are retained drop out at
higher rates. regardiess of whether retention
oceurs carty or later in their school careers.

The literature on grade retention sug-
gests three important aspeets of the reten-
tion experience that combine to place stu-
dents at risk of school failure and carly
wchool leaving. First, grade retention as a
remediational strategy does not appear to
fix the problem it purports to address and
may. at least when it oceurs in higher
arades. exacerbate poor school perfor-
mance. Second. grade retention is perliaps
the strongest message that a teacher and @
ochool can send to a student that she or he
is not making the grade and is notas capa-
bie as other children, a failure that is per-
manent and cannat be renediated by extra
effort. The permanency of retention and the
message it sends students may have long-
term elfeets on self-esteem aind school at-
achment that may override even short-
term academic benefits. And third, grade
retention. regardiess of whenitoceurs, may
increase the chanees of sehool leaving be-
cause it makes a student overage for grade
during adolescence. and. for those w hoare
already haying difficulty in school, it may
increase the ikelihood that they will feel
frustrated and become disengaged.

IMPACT OF RETENTION ON
SCHOOL PERFORMANCE AND
ACHIEVEMENT

A large body of rescarch has examined

the impact of grade retention on measured
achievement. B hn most of this rescarch, the



Table 2.

1972 to 1992

Proportion of Students Enrolled Below Their Modal Grade By Age,

Age Range
Year Ages 6-8 Ages 9-11 Ages 12-14
1992 19.3 21.1 30.9
1990 21.5 27.6 31.0
1988 20.4 28.4 29.7
1986 19.2 26.5 27.3
1984 16.6 23.9 27.0
198z 16.6 22.8 23.9
198¢ 14.3 20.3 22.6
1978 12.4 19.5 19.2
1976 10.6 18.1 19.8
1974 10.3 17.8 21.7
1972 10.7 19.6 21.9

RIC

Source: US Department of Commerce. Bureau of the Census. Schoof Enroliment: Social and Ecenomic
Charactenstic'; of Students'1993. Table A-3. Current Population Reports. Series P-20. no. 479.

elfect of retention is estimated by compar-
ing the achievement test scores of retained
students o a matched group of promoted
vouths. Using this method. estimates differ
depending on whether stuazants” scores are

compared when they are the same age or

after they have completed the same grade.
Studies that use same-age comparisons
generally find that promoted students per-
form better than retained students in the
year after retention and that the academic
performance of retained pupils continues
to lag behind that of promoted youths in
later years.!'t For example, C. Thomas
Holmes™s most recent meta-anatysis indi-
cates that retained students score on aver-
age 45 standard deviations lower on tests
of achievement than promoted students in
the year after retention oceurs.!s Studies
comparing retained and promoted students
after they complete the same grade and
same material (same-grade comparisons)
do nat show large negative effects on
achievement and often find small positive
ones. These positive effects, however, ap-
pear to be short term. lasting no more than
two o three vears.'™ Research findings al-
so differ depending on the grade in which
students are retained. In general. carhy
erade retentions are associated with mod-
crate positive benefits for school perfor-
mance. atthough such effects are short
term. Stadies that compare the perfor-
mance of retained to promoted students in
later grades tend to find large negative of-
fects of grade retention, 1S

In sum. resulis of studies investigating
the etfects of retention on academic per-
formance generally indicate that retention
as ameans of remediation does not work.
Atbest, itleavesstudents who were already
fagging behind their peers even further be-
hind. At worst. retention has negative of -

fects on measured achievement, particu-
larly in later grades. If grade retention in-
creases the likelihood that a student will
drop out hecause it leads o lower school
performance. then reductions in the num-
her of students retained in grade shoutd

lead to better performance and lower

dropout  rates.  Researchers  at  the
Consortium for Chicago School Research
are just beginning to [ook at this possibili-
1y in a study of achievement trends and
school reform in the Chicago Public
Schools 1o They estimated the effect of de-
clining grade retention rates on achieve-
ment gains among cohorts ot students.
From 1988 10 1992, retention rates fell by
one-half. mostly in response o sehool sy s-
temefforts. By comparing the achievement
growth of students retained under pre-re-
form retention rates o that of students in
later cohorts retained under the old policy
but now promoted. these researchers esti-
mated that. across grade levels, adectine in
the use of retention was associated with
greater learning gains. Whether these ben-
efits will transiate into lower dropout rates
has vet to be determined.

GRADE RETENTION AND
ATTITUDES TOWARD
SCHOOL

While much is know n about the effect of

grade retention on measured achievement.
studies about how grade retention influ-
ences students” attitudes toward them-
selves and school are seant o w results are
mived. Qualitative studies n . often find
that students react negatively to retention,
Younger children often pereeive retention
as a form of punishment and a stigma.!”
Qualitative studies of adolescents often
conclude that retention exacerbates disen-

0

gagement from school and leads 0 in-
creases in frustration at doing poorly, 'S
Quantitative studies examining the ef-
fects of retention on self-esteem and atti-
tudes toward school have found substantial
negative effects when retained students are
compared to matched promoted vouth. In
their meta-anaiysis. C. Thomas Holmes
and Kenneth Matthews conclude that
across studies retention has negative but
relitively moderate effects on measured
self-esteem and school attachment.™ In a
recent study conducted in a school system
that  served  predominantly  African-
American students, Denise Gottfredson
and her colleagues compared school at-
tachment and attitudes of retained sixth-
and seventh-grade students o a matched
sample of promoted students: retention was
notassociated with negative effects on self-
esteem, peer asseciations, attitudes toward
schoaol, or school attachment and behav-
ior. 2 Indeed. the authors found that re-
tained students showed greater attachment
to school and reported less negative school
behaviors than promoted students. The au-
thors concluded that among high-risk stu-
dents retention may have led to a reduction
in niegative behavior, because it placed

Resues of studies
investigating the effects of
retention on academic
performance generally indicate
that retention as a means of
remediation does not work.
At best, it leaves students
who were already lagging
behind their peers even further
behind. At worst, retention
has negative effects on
measured achievement,
particularly m later grades.

these youths among younger students,
where they may have enjoyed higher sta-
tus. perhaps delaying later problems.
Gottfresdon’s findings as weltas the gen-
eral direction of results in grade retention
research suggest that a critical ingredient
in understanding retention effects ties in
identifying and disentangling the interac-
tion of grade retention with age and a stu-
dent’s developmental stage. I a study of
teachers” attitudes about grade retention




L is unclear .
to what extent

teachers’ beliefs about the

negative effects of
arace retention on older
students are influenced
by their observations that

students overage for grade cause

and have more problems.

conducted by Elfen Tompehin and James
Impara. teachers often behieved that carly
grade retentions (Kindergarten through
third grade) give immature students a
chance to catch up and have few negative
impacts on self-esteem.t Teachers were
much less sanguine about the effects of re-
tention in later grades (fourth through sev-
enth grade). While only 179 of the teuch-
ers surveved agreed that carly grade reten-
tion harms children’s self-concept. over
60%% agreed that Tater grade retention would
have anegative effect. and $4¢¢ agreed that
children should not be retained fater than
third grade. Research findings. however.
suggest that teachers overestimate the po-
tential benefits of earty grade retention. At
the same time. there is general agreement
that as a student gets older. relative stats
among his or her peers becomes inereas-
inghy important in shaping sclf-concept
and. ultimately. ~chool engagement and
performance.= tndeed. fully 74% of the
teachers survesed by Tompcehin and
Impara agreed that overage students cause
more behavior problems in tater grades.
In most of the literature the terms “over-
age for grade™ and “grade retention™ are
used interchangeably. s unclear, howey -
er. 1o what extent teachers” beliets about the
negative effects of grade retention on old-
er students are influenced by their obser-
vations that students overage for grade
cause  and  have  more  problems.
Distinguishing the effect of being overage
for grade from the effeci of grade retention
has important policy imphcations. If nega-
tive etfeets ocenr primarily when students
are retained later in their schoolb careers.
then school systems should pursue alter-
natives 1o retention in the middle grades.
In this case, there would be less basis tor
alarm about high retention rates i carly
grades. since carly retention would appear
1o have relatively neutral effects, If. on the
other hand. being overage for grade. re-
gardless of when a studentis retained. neg/

atively impacts school performance and at-
tachment during adolescence. then early

grade retention would increase the risk of

school dropout. even if it had short-term
positive benefits carbier in a student’s
school career.

When vou make a student overage for
grade during adolescence. he orshe may feel
self-conscious. particularty as his or herage

cohort moves 1o high school. The impact of

being overage for grade was described by
Mario. a student in my current study of the
transitiontohigh school in Chicago. Despite
reporting that his cighth-grade grades were
better than he had expected. Mario™s frus-
tration at heing overage for grade largely
colored his attitudes toward his elementary
school, When asked if he would miss the el
ementary school he had attended for five
vears and in which he was retained in the
fifth grade. Mario responded:

Nah. too many years. T was the
longeststudent there. me and some
other guys. Had like five years al-
ready. Teachers came and pastand
other principals were there and
we're still here. It was embuar-
rassing. Al my cousins and broth-
ers had passed to high school al-
ready and T was still there. And
like I was supposed to be a sopho-
more this year and so they go
“man  vou're  still o here”
Evervbody tettme like “what year
ol high school are you in™ and 1
say . ..oand they say, “Eech. you
been there atong long time”

The results of my own research on the
eltect of grade retention on school dropout
lends some evidence to the hypothesis that
there isan effect of being overage for grade
that influences students™ school perfor-
mance during adolescence. Students can be
overage for grade for a number of rea-
sons —hecause they were reained, be souse
they entered the sehool system overage for
grade. or because they immigrated to the
school system and were placed in a grade
betow their modal grade fevel. In an ex-
ploratory analysis of school transeript da-
ta among one cohort of students from an
urhan Massachusetis public school system.
[ found that students who were overage for
vrade experienced substantial disengage-
ment from school during the Jate middle-
school vears.?? Students who began sixth
arade overage for grade were substantially
more likely to drop out of school during
middle school (sinth to cighth grade). Exven
those overage students who wentonto high

school were beginning to shows signs of

withdrawal. By the end of middle school.
those who ended the sinth grade overage

for grade and w ho hadnot dropped outwere
absent an average of seven day s more than
those enrotled at their modal grade tevel
even when accounting for ditferences in
erade and attendance just two grades ear-
lier. These students continued to drop out
at higher rates. In fact. the eftect of being
overage for grade may explam a large pro-
portion of the higher dropout rates among
retained students.,

CRITICAL POLICY ISSUES

Reviews of grade retention research that
compare teachers” beliefs about the bene-
fits of retention to the research ey ideiice are
aumerous.™ Many of these reviews con-
clude similarly. Teachers promote reten-
tion because they believe it is an effective
remediational strategy. To the extent that
retention. at teastin the carly grades. shows
some short-term benefits for students.
teachers” conclusions are understandable.
Teachersincarly grades are not able to foll w
their students over time to see the effe ots
of their decisions on students™ ater dey -
opment. While research on the relationsh o
between retention and schooldropout is no
conclusive, nor have the processes and
causal Hinks that fully explain high dropout
rates been identified. there i enough evi-
denee to conelude that grade retention pro-
vides few long-term academic or develop-
mental benefits and that it piaces students
at risk of dropping out. The conclusion of
mostreview s, then.is to take astrong stand
againstretention and to adv ocate forthe ed-
ucation of teachers.

The dramatic rise in retention rates over
the past two decades has not be ngenerat-
ed by teacher attitudes alone. however. At
the beginning of this bulletin, T cited two
developments that have contributed to the
Tine in retention rates over the past two

While many school systems
have moved away from making
retention decisions based on
scores on standardized tests, the
mcreasing emphasis on using
test scores to hold schools and
teachers accountable for perfor-
mance creates disincentives for
teachers to allowe heterogeneity
m the classroem and students to
develop at their own pace, cren
as carly as first grade.

RIC ;
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decades: changes in school svstems” poli-
cies and changes in the nature of early
grades education, Policy makers need to be
aware of the extent to which district-wide
policies influence individual school’s prac-
tices. While many school systems have
moved away from making retention deci-
sions hased on scores on standardized tests.
the increasing emphasis on using test
scores 1o hold schools and teachers ac-
countable for performance creates disin-
centives for teachers to allow heterogene-
ity in the classroom and students to devel-
op at their own pace. even as carly as first
grade.?® There is also liule evidence that
the trend toward increasing academic de-
mands in Kindergarten will abate. despite
calls from carly childhood educators for
tore age-appropriate practices that allow
for diversity in stadents” development.=©
For minority and lower income students.
who are less tike!y to be enrolled in
preschool and have parents who emphasize

dacademic

SKitls  development  before

kindergarten. increasing academic de-
mands in the curly grades will most likeh
translate into continued high retention rates
in the ahsence of policy attention.”
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